THE HISTORY OF HENRY FIELDING

or modified certain opinions which lie had expressed in his
plays and novels, in his prefaces and early essays. He
never ceased to ridicule those playwrights and scholars
who presumed to improve on Shakespeare. In his youth
he exhibited Oolley Gibber on the stage, it will be remem-
bered, in the very act of reconstructing "King John."
Somewhat later he described a scene in the Elysian Fields
where Shakespeare protests against the emendations to
the text of his plays such as, the august shade was told, had
been made by Theobald. Among critical editions of Shake-
speare that had since appeared was one by "Warburton,
which outdid all others in arrogance. Theobald in the
main merely suggested new and often happy readings in
difficult passages. Warburton, densely ignorant of Eliza-
bethan English, not only asserted with absolute positive-
ness that numerous words and phrases, whose meaning is
perfectly clear, got into the text by mistake; but, being
omniscient, he was able to restore the exact word or phrase
that Shakespeare wrote in a given case. In number thirty-
one of "The Covent-G-arclen Journal/7 Fielding turned the
laugh on this school of commentators by a parody of their
method, choosing for his purpose the celebrated soliloquy
of Hamlet, which he entirely made over in phrasing and
punctuation, and then left it without form or sense.
Though he avoided any personal reference, Warburton was
clearly the man whom he intended to hit. We have seen,
too, in the preceding chapter, Fielding's contempt for that
pseudo-classicism such as William Mason tried to trans-
plant, which belittled Shakespeare's art and would sub-
stitute for it the chorus and the undivided scene; which
would remove from a "Hamlet77 or a "Lear" all the relics
of an ignorant and barbarous age and rewrite those great
tragedies as a Eacine would have written them. On all
these dramatic and textual questions, time has given judg-
ment in favour of Fielding.
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